CHAPTER XV
The Povolzhye (the Lands along the Volga)
THE lands along the Volga and its larger tributaries form an
enormous region which extends for 900 miles from north to
south, and although these lands include parts of the great
coniferous forest zone, the wooded steppe zone, and the steppe
and dry steppe zones, the Volga unites the entire area into
a single economic unit.
In its upper course, near the confluence of the Oka, at
Gorki, the Volga is from one-half to one and a quarter miles
wide, and is navigable for river steamers. The width of the
valley exceeds 12 miles. Below the confluence of the Kama
the Volga is about 2 miles in width, and this increases during
the spring floods to between 10 and 20 miles. In the middle
and lower course there are numerous islands, shallows, and
sandbanks, which impede navigation, especially at the end
of the summer (see p. 62). The lower Volga passes through
an arid region between low banks, and flows through an
enormous delta before reaching the Caspian Sea. The
southern edge of the delta consists of an amazing combination
of islands, islets, lakes, gulfs, and innumerable streams.
Enormous quantities of mud are deposited on the sea-bed
around the delta itself, creating shallows which make naviga-
tion difficult. These shallows and the difficult conditions for
navigation in the delta prevent ships of the Caspian mercantile
fleet sailing up the Volga. Cargoes have to be transferred to
river vessels at Astrakhan.
From ancient times this mighty river has served as a
transport artery between Central Asia, the Caspian, and
the Baltic. The early portages between the rivers flowing
into the Baltic and the upper Volga were replaced later
by canals. -
For many centuries the Asiatic nomads came to the Volga
to trade, and around the trading points strong feudal states